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of all the powers and of all the strong-boxes in the kingdom; that
they controlled the king through the women who passed out of their
own ranks, the nobility and the magistracy through marriage alli-
ances, the intellectuals through subsidies, the opera ladies through
extravagant presents; and, with an unhappy reflection upon the
notions of justice and liberty, that they controlled the populace,
the mass of weak and undefended citizens, by the excessive privileges
conferred by authority, through the fear inspired by an army of three
hundred thousand subordinates more insatiable than their masters.
Indeed they were everywhere in control through the only too real
fascination of the bag of crowns.1

This gives perhaps too highly coloured a picture of the
realities, but it brings out this essential point, that most of the
bankers of the old regime in France, and, it might be added, in
the Italian States as well, owed their financial power and influ-
ence to their hold on the key positions in the State administra-
tion. They were able to set up as bankers because they shared
among themselves a monopoly of the chief business in the
kingdom, namely the Government's short-term borrowings.

There were other bankers, less closely identified with the
common round of State finance, but not averse to participating
in loans of exceptional character or in contracts which the
resources of the finance ministers' personal following were
unable to meet, solid men of the calibre of Samuel Bernard,
reputed to be the richest subject of Louis XIV, of the Crozats,
one of whom had a trade monopoly of the whole American
Middle West, and of the Paris brothers. The last-named family
of talented concessionaires rose from humble beginnings as the
sons of an innkeeper in Dauphin^. It was usual to appoint an
influential person from among the free-lance financiers of this
order as principal banker to the court, whose task it was to
meet the casual charges of the palace and the most pressing
demands exacted by the king's relatives and favourites.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the court finan-
cier was to be met in almost every European capital. The
pocket banker of the court of Wiirttemberg, the Jew Suss

1 H. Thirion, La Vie priufa des financiers.